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psychological as well as physical benefits, 
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A volunteer-led nationwide weekly running event is helping 
improve people’s psychological wellbeing and sense of 
community as well as their fitness, new research has found. 
The free, timed 5km event, known as parkrun, started in one 
London park in 2004, but has now spread to more than 200 
locations around the UK as well as seven other countries. 
Every Saturday at 9am, tens of thousands of runners set off 
on their run in public parks with participants including elite 
athletes, club runners, children, parents with prams and the 
odd person running with their dog. 
Now academics from Loughborough University and Imperial 
College NHS Healthcare Trust have published the first 
analysis of parkrun’s benefits for participants. 
Helping non-runners boost their fitness Fewer than half the 
sample (47 percent) were regular runners when they 
registered for parkrun, with around a quarter describing 
themselves as occasional runners and another quarter as 
non-runners. 
Non-runners who signed up saw the biggest boost to their 
fitness – achieving a 16 percent average improvement in their 
personal best compared to 10 percent for all runners and 



under eight per cent for regular runners. 
Among runners who attended at least twice a month, more 
than 90 percent improved their fitness and nearly 60 percent 
saw a benefit for their weight. 
More than 85 percent of regular runners also experienced 
enhanced mental wellbeing and sense of community, 
according to the paper published in the Journal of Public 
Health. 
Why running could benefit your joints as well as your 
waistline The study represents further good news for 
recreational runners, following a series of recent findings by 
Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory in California based on 
data from the US’s National Runners’ Health Study. 
One major study found that rather than increasing the risk of 
joint damage, as is commonly believed, running actually 
reduces the likelihood of developing osteoarthritis or needing 
a hip replacement. 
The research, which looked at nearly 75,000 runners, found 
that running – including taking part in marathons – was 
preferable to other forms of exercise, which may moderately 
increase the risk to joints. 
Running may actually help protect joints because it helps 
people to reduce their weight and could also thicken cartilage, 
the authors wrote in the journal Medicine & Science in Sports 
& Exercise. 
Vigorous exercise – extra effort brings extra 
benefits Another study published this year in the same journal 
found that overweight adults who did the same amount of 
exercise through either running or walking achieved 90 
percent greater weight loss if they ran. 
The six-year investigation, which looked at 32,000 runners 
and 15,000 walkers, found running was also significantly more 
effective in keeping weight off. 
One of the reasons running produces more weight loss is that 
your metabolic rate remains elevated after vigorous exercise, 
while experts have suggested that runners also pay more 
attention to following a good diet. 
Dr Clare Stevinson, of Loughborough University’s School of 
Sport, Exercise and Health Sciences, led the parkrun study 
and agrees that doing vigorous rather than moderate exercise 



has important additional benefits. 
“Vigorous exercise has greater benefits in terms of 
cardiovascular fitness and bone health and parkrun attracts a 
lot of people who would not have the motivation to do vigorous 
exercise if left on their own,” she said. 
“People who do the least can benefit the most from doing a 
little bit. You don’t have to be a marathon runner to benefit.” 
Popular with women, the overweight and older adults The 
study involved data collected from 7,308 parkrun participants 
who signed up to take part and who had been involved in the 
event for an average of one year. 
Using a five-point scale, they were asked to indicate the 
impact of parkrun on them for six outcomes – fitness, health 
problems, weight control, mental well-being, confidence for 
running and sense of community. 
In addition to the high proportion of previous non-runners 
taking part, the event was also found to be popular with 
women, overweight people and older adults. 
 
Overall 61 percent of participants were classed as middle-
aged and 14 percent as older adults. 
 
The event’s ethos is that it should be free to all and regular 
runners are asked to volunteer three times a year to help with 
tasks such as stewarding, timing and sorting position tags 
after the finish. 
Dr Stevinson said time outdoors in green space has known 
benefits for mental health, while many people indicated that 
the volunteering aspect also made parkrun more attractive 
than “going to the gym or an event with a paid entry fee”. 
“The organisers intended the event to be self-sufficient and 
people felt like they were giving back,” she said. 
“It’s such a supportive and welcoming environment for all 
those people who are not fit or who don’t look fit and they are 
recognised in their own right for their efforts. 
“You don’t need equipment. If you have joined a gym you 
have the fee hanging over you, whereas these people found 
the commitment came without any kind of obligation.” 
Parkrun’s impressive reach continues to expand with plans for 
the first event in Cornwall and Russia likely to be added to 



Ireland, Denmark, Poland, the US, Australia, New Zealand 
and South Africa as an international host country. 
Organisers are also in the early stages of setting up a 
research initiative to give leading academics around the world 
access to parkrun’s database of 650,000 runners – a figure 
increasing by 8 or 9,000 a week. 
Volunteering key to community benefits and social 
support Tom Williams, managing director for parkrun in the 
UK and a former lecturer in exercise science at the University 
of Leeds, said evidence of the event’s community and 
psychological benefits was particularly rewarding. 
“We are for everybody from Olympians to people who have 
never run before. Lots of people have come along and only 
been able to walk and several years later, they’re running all 
the way,” he said. 
“But for me the social side is even more important than the 
running because if you want to change somebody’s life you 
need to influence them for more than 30 minutes a week. 
“This year we will have about 30,000 unique people volunteer 
about 150,000 times in the UK alone. 
“I’ve seen first hand numerous people who have made friends 
through volunteering and been able to receive support through 
difficult times in their lives.” 
  
	  


